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Abstract 
Discussions on integrating students whose mother tongue is not Czech into the Czech education system tend to concentrate on 
foreign nationals but often fail to take into account those students whose parents are Czech citizens but whose mother tongue is 
not the language of majority society. Data from the Czech population census confirm that there are a significant number of such 
people in the Czech Republic. It is therefore possible that at least some children who have Czech citizenship in fact grow up in a 
foreign-language environment and therefore may have difficulties with the Czech language when they start school. Nevertheless, 
there are very few measures designed to support the linguistic integration of those children whose mother tongue is not Czech. 
By analysing the statistical data from population censuses the article aims to show that the potential number of such children 
currently significant and may even increase in the future. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
Keywords: Pupils; Czech mother tongue; minority; nationality; foreigners 
1. Introduction 
Although net migration in the Czech Republic was positive throughout its post-war history, immigration figures 
remained low up until the Velvet Revolution in 1989; once the Iron Curtain fell, the number of immigrants gradually 
began to rise. There was a sharp increase in the number of immigrants after the Czech Republic joined the European 
Union in 2004. While in 1985 there were just 37,000 foreigners living on the territory of what is today the Czech 
Republic, a figure equal to around 0.36% of the country’s population, as of 31 May 2009 the Czech Ministry of 
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Interior recorded a record number of 444,000 foreigners in the country, which is almost a twelvefold increase (CSU, 
Cizinci v CR – basic monthly data). This brings the share of foreigners in the population to more than 4%.†  
One favourable response to the current migration situation (which is somewhat atypical in the country’s post-war 
history) has been the gradual adoption of education legislation aimed at facilitating and supporting the successful 
integration of ‘non-Czech’ students into the education system at every level of the system. However, one fact is 
generally overlooked: the children of people who are Czech citizens but whose nationality is not Czech and whose 
mother tongue, it may be assumed, is also not Czech may in many respects face similar difficulties with integration 
into the education system. These children may be the offspring of minority nationalities traditionally resident in the 
Czech Republic or, in most cases, the offspring of second-generation immigrants who have obtained Czech 
citizenship. If the education system is to provide successful and effective support for children from different 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds, it needs to expand its focus and consider the needs of more than just the 
children of foreigners. Similar support should be devoted to the children of Czech citizens growing up in a foreign-
language environment and who may face the same problems as foreigners when they start school. There are 
basically two groups of students in the Czech Republic who may encounter similar problems in the school 
environment and whose situation should therefore in many respects be addressed in the same way: 
1. Foreign pupils (legal migrants, asylum-seekers, illegal migrants‡). 
2. The children of Czech citizens whose nationality§ is not Czech** or who identify as Czech by nationality 
but whose native tongue is not Czech. 
This paper seeks to show that there are a considerable number of citizens in the Czech Republic who might speak 
a language other than Czech in the home. We shall therefore attempt to estimate the number of citizens in the Czech 
Republic who are of a nationality other than Czech, and the number who claim Czech nationality but also indicate 
that Czech is not their native language. In order to meet these objectives, differences in the nature of the data require 
that we use different methods with different degrees of reliability. 
2. Materials and Methods 
The only way to produce a reliable estimate of the potential scope of the problem is to analyse data from the 
population censuses. While schools are obliged by the state to collect detailed statistical information about foreign 
pupils that can be of secondary use for planning and designing special language-integration programmes, schools do 
not and cannot collect any similar data about children who are Czech nationals. Thus, the population census is the 
only available source of information that can be used for our purposes. The census collects data about the number of 
citizens in the Czech Republic whose nationality is other than Czech.†† The census is also the only source of 
information on the native language of residents, both foreigners and Czech nationals. We need information on both 
the declared nationality of members of the population and their native language. We assume that at least some of the 
 
 
† According to the 2011 Population and Housing Census, there were 422,276 foreigners residing in the Czech Republic (Zakladni vysledky 
Scitani… 2012).  
‡ In January 2008 an amended Education Act came into effect (Act No. 343/2007 Coll.), the objective of which was to ensure the rights of 
children to free basic education in conformity with the Convention on the Rights of the Child. It guarantees access to basic education and 
educational services for all children of foreigners regardless of their background country and regardless of whether they can demonstrate that they 
are legally residing in the Czech Republic.  
§ The ‘nationality’ of members of the population is observed on the basis of the following definition: ‘membership in a group of people with a 
common background, culture, and/or language, religion, or other characteristic that distinguishes them from the rest of the population’ (Prucha, 
2001, pp. 22-23). 
** For the purpose of simplicity, in this paper those persons who declared Moravian or Silesian nationality in the census will be regarded as 
having declared Czech nationality. Distinguishing between Czech, Moravian, and Silesian nationality is irrelevant for the main concern of this 
paper – the integration of foreign pupils who speak a language other than Czech into the Czech education system.  
†† The Census Act (Act No. 158/1999 Coll., on the Population and Housing Census in 2001) gave respondents the right to freely choose how 
to answer the question on nationality. This ‘declaratory’ method allowed people to express their subjective opinion about their nationality, 
because membership in a nationality is not based solely on objective reality. The census in 2011 used a similar approach, the difference being that 
it allowed respondents to indicate two nationalities or to refuse to answer the question.  
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people who declare a nationality other than Czech and/or that Czech is not their mother tongue do not speak Czech 
at home. Children living in such households may have limited Czech-language skills when they enter the Czech 
school system. Besides census data we also use data from the population registers of the Czech Statistical Office and 
the registers of non-nationals maintained by the Ministry of Interior. We combined all available data and used 
simple methods of descriptive statistics to analyse them.  
3. Results and Discussion 
In this section, we shall attempt to estimate the number of Czech citizens whose nationality is other than Czech 
and the number who claim Czech nationality but indicate that the Czech language is not their native tongue. To do 
so we will use data collected in the 2011 population census.‡‡ However, it is necessary to note that foreigners with 




Fig. 1: Number of people who declared the selected nationalities and the percentage of them who have Czech citizenship in 2011 
 
The total number of individuals who claimed a nationality other than Czech in the census includes both 
foreigners with the status of long-term residents whose nationality is other than Czech and citizens of the Czech 
Republic who identify with a minority nationality. We shall attempt to gradually distinguish these two groups from 
each other. In the first step we will show the total number of foreigners in the country who in 2011 declared one of 
the selected nationalities and the percentage of them who had Czech citizenship (see Fig. 1), and in the second step 
will estimate the number of Czech citizens who declare themselves members of a minority nationality (see Fig. 3). 
The figure clearly shows that there are significant differences in terms of citizenship between those people who in 
the census declared a nationality other than Czech (or Moravian or Silesian). Two distinct groups can be identified. 
 
 
‡‡ Comparing the results of the censuses in 1991, 2001 and 2011 is complicated by the fact that in the 2011 population census respondents 
were given the option of not indicating any nationality (2.6 million people took advantage of this option) and also the option of indicating two 
nationalities. 
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The majority of inhabitants who declared Vietnamese, Albanian, Serbian, Russian, Ukrainian, or Croatian 
nationality have the status of foreigners. Their children are identified as foreigners when they start school. At the 
same time, it can be assumed that they may have integration problems connected with the fact that they have weaker 
Czech-language skills. Inhabitants who declared Roma, German, Hungarian, Slovak or Greek nationality are in an 
altogether different situation. Members of these nationalities in most cases have Czech citizenship. Children in these 
groups are not identified and documented as foreigners when they start school. Nevertheless, it is theoretically 
possible that they speak the language of their nationality at home and could therefore also have problems stemming 
from weaker Czech language skills when they start school. However, the school may not have information about 
this fact and a poor performance at school may be ascribed to different reasons. 
This assumption is confirmed by the information in Fig. 2, which, based on data from the 2011 census, shows 




Fig. 2: Members of selected nationalities whose mother tongue is a language other than Czech and people whose mother tongue is that of a 
nationality that they do not declare themselves to be a member of, in 2011 
 
A comparison of the data in Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 reveals that although most members of nationalities traditionally 
residing in the Czech Republic (Slovaks, Roma, Poles, Germans, Hungarians, etc.) have Czech citizenship, Czech is 
not their mother tongue. It is therefore likely that they do not speak Czech at home with their children, and their 
children, like the children of foreigners, may have weaker Czech-language skills when they start school. In the 2001 
population census, 423,000 inhabitants stated that Czech is not their mother tongue. Out of this number, 100,000 of 
them were Czech citizens who even declared their nationality to be Czech (CSU, Population by nationality, mother 
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Fig. 3: Trend in the number of foreigners in and citizens of the Czech Republic who declare a nationality other than Czech, Moravian, or 
Silesian after 1985 
 
In Fig. 3 foreigners are distinguished from citizens of the Czech Republic who declare a minority nationality. If 
we compare analogical data obtained in the censuses in 1991, 2001, and 2011, it is apparent that the number of 
citizens declaring a foreign nationality slightly decreased between 1991 and 2001 – from 485,000 to 457,000. 
However, between 2001 and 2011 the number of citizens who declared another nationality decreased sharply – in 
2011 the figure was just 167,000. The main reason is that over 2.5 million inhabitants exercised their right not to 
indicate their nationality in the census. This figure certainly included those people who in previous censuses had 
declared a minority nationality. Despite this fact, the total numbers of inhabitants with a foreign nationality 
remained high. On the other hand, it is evident that the data obtained from the population census have long indicated 
the opposite trend in the numbers of migrants and citizens of the Czech Republic who are members of a minority 
nationality. Is it possible that today’s foreigners will in the future form a large group of Czech citizens who declare 
themselves members of a minority nationality, after having successfully applied for Czech citizenship. On 1 January 
2014, which should make it easier for foreigners to obtain citizenship. This may give rise to new minority 
nationalities, which would gradually replace the traditional ones, whose age structures are not favourable. Today’s 
foreigners would thereby become members of a minority nationality and could, like today’s minorities, also become 
invisible and unidentifiable in the eyes of the education system.  
4. Conclusion 
While in other countries the issue of the linguistic and social integration of second-generation migrants, 
regardless of whether they have the status of citizens or foreigners, receives proper attention even from experts and 
academics (Portes and Lingxin, 1998; Remennick, 2003; Aparicio, 2007; Halli and Vedanand, 2007; Thomson and 
Crul, 2007; Garzon and Alarcon; 2008; Ellis and Almgren, 2009; Ahedo, 2010; Becker, 2011), in the Czech 
Republic expert or academic studies of this issue are rare (e.g. Janska et al., 2011). Why are the potential language 
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problems of those Czech citizens whose mother tongue is not Czech overlooked?  
There are several possible reasons for this. One of the main obstacles is the difficulty in identifying this group, 
both in the actual school environment, and in statistics, owing to the fact that it is hard to distinguish them from 
students who belong to the country’s linguistic majority. Unlike foreign nationals, who are documented in schools 
and statistics, citizens of the Czech Republic with a different nationality or ethnicity are hard to identify because in 
the Czech Republic it is not legally possible to collect data on the ethnic background of people who are citizens of 
the state. For this reason schools do not have information about the ethnic background of a child if he or she is not a 
foreigner and are not allowed even to ask about a child’s background. The Czech Republic is, however, not very 
exceptional in this respect. In many countries it is not possible by law to collect data on the ethnic background of 
people who are citizens of the state. This problem can nevertheless be addressed. Instead of identifying the ethnic 
background of a child, schools can focus directly on language and at enrolment try to identify children who speak a 
language other than the majority language in the home or children whose native tongue is different from the 
country’s majority language. Questions like ‘What language do you speak at home?’ are tolerated from schools and 
are not considered politically incorrect, and children’s answers to them are of great value for schools in their effort 
to effectively educate students. In many countries, schools test the language skills of all children who, regardless of 
citizenship, indicate when they start school that they speak a different language than that of the majority at home. In 
the Czech Republic, nothing like this exists, which can be big problem for the schools, pupils from a different 
language background, and their parents. 
Another reason why the problems of such children are ignored may be the erroneous assumption that only a small 
number of such pupils exist. Analysis of available data suggests, however, that there are many children living in the 
Czech Republic who are Czech citizens but whose mother tongue is not Czech, and this number may even increase 
in the future.  
Finally, the language problems of Czech citizens from a non-Czech ethnic background may be due to the fact that 
this problem has been overshadowed by problems connected with the mass immigration of foreigners. But today's 
foreigners are the future’s Czech citizens. If there is no change in policy, the number of children whose language 
problems and needs remain unidentified may increase. It is therefore clear that integration programmes need to 
change. And they must become much broader in focus. In this respect, the key issue for integration should not be 
whether or not a pupil is legally defined as a foreigner, but in general the strength of a pupil’s proficiency in the 
Czech language and whether their Czech-language skills are weak. Schools therefore need to collect information 
about the native language of all newcomers and need to evaluate the language skills of all children whose mother 
tongue is not Czech regardless of their citizenship.§§ In practice, this mostly (but not exclusively) involves second-
generation residents, i.e. the children of immigrants, whose parents are not linguistically integrated, and ethnic 
minorities who speak their own language at home, a language different from that of the majority.  
We hope that this paper will help to stimulate debate and increase interest in the issue of those citizens of the 
Czech Republic whose mother tongue is not Czech, so that they can make the most of their potential in the 
education system and society. 
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§§ The first pilot tests of language skills using a standard diagnostic language test in the Czech Republic have already been conducted and 
documented in scholarship (e.g. Kostelecka et al., 2013, Kostelecka and Jancarik, 2013, 2014), but only on foreign pupils, i.e. not Czech citizens. 
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